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Resources, Frameworks, and Perspectives

Social connection and physical activity (PA) are essen-
tial health behaviors necessary for young adults to 
thrive. The majority of college students in the United 
States are not meeting PA recommendations and simul-
taneously report concerning rates of loneliness, depres-
sion, anxiety, and fatigue; all factors that contribute to 
poor psychological well-being and reduce students’ 
abilities to sustain academic success. These mental and 
physical health indicators have only worsened due to 
the stress, isolation, and uncertainty experienced during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Fitness Buddies (FB) is a free 
peer-led PA program designed to combat loneliness, 
stress, anxiety, depression, and low PA, by providing 
students the opportunity to connect with one another 
through PA. FB participants are matched with a peer 
leader for weekly PA sessions based on activity interests 
and schedules. The FB program model shifts the focus 
of traditional PA programs, from prescribing and moni-
toring PA duration, intensity and modalities, to support-
ing psychological well-being through satisfaction of the 
three basic psychological needs of competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness within peer PA-based relation-
ships. In the first pilot phase of implementation, students 
reported improved situational affect, to include reduced 
stress and anxiety, following participation in the FB pro-
gram for one academic semester. Participants also 
reported the development of quality peer relationships 

and a sense of belonging to the campus community, both 
of which had previously been lacking. The FB program 
model is an innovative and cost-efficient strategy to sup-
porting college students’ psychological well-being and 
long-term success.

Keywords:	 college students; health promotion; men-
tal health; physical activity; social con-
nection; psychological well-being

>>Better Together: The Need for 
Social Connection and Physical 
Activity

Social connection (O’Connor et al., 2011) and physi-
cal activity (PA; Piercy, et al., 2018) are essential for psy-
chological well-being. Social cognitive neuroscientist 
Matthew Lieberman (TEDx Talks, 2013) calls the innate 
drive of humans to be socially connected humanity’s 
“greatest superpower.” Additionally, the more consist-
ently we move our bodies each day, the better and often 
happier we feel (Zhang & Chen, 2019). Prevalence of 
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mental health challenges among college students in the 
United States is increasing, and the majority (54.4%) are 
not meeting PA recommendations (American College 
Health Association [ACHA], 2019). Although most stu-
dents (81.8%) surveyed in 2019 reported their heath as 
“good,” “very good,” or “excellent,” the data beyond 
overall health were concerning (ACHA, 2019). A major-
ity of students reported in the past 12 months they 
had felt “hopeless” (55.9%), “overwhelmed” (87.4%), 
“exhausted” (84.7%), “very sad” (70.8%), “overwhelm-
ing anxiety” (65.7%), and “very lonely” (65.6%), while 
45.1% reported feeling “so depressed it was difficult 
to function” (ACHA, 2019). These mental health indi-
cators have worsened during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The 2020 Healthy Minds report (Eisenberg et al., 2021) 
revealed increased national rates of depression and 
anxiety among college students, with a staggering 83% 
of students surveyed reporting that mental health chal-
lenges were negatively impacting their academic perfor-
mance, and nearly two thirds reporting they felt lonely 
and isolated. Collectively, these data exemplify the 
critical need for programming that supports students’ 
psychological well-being by providing opportunities for 
social connection and PA. Institutions of higher educa-
tion are uniquely positioned to develop campus pro-
grams and policies, and foster campus cultures, that 
support students in establishing healthy relationships 
and healthy behaviors (Plotnikoff et al., 2015).

>>The Fitness Buddies (FB) Program 
Model

FB is a peer-led PA program developed at the 
University of Colorado Colorado Springs to combat 
loneliness, stress, anxiety, depression, and low PA. FB 
was developed by an interdisciplinary team of stake-
holders consisting of students, faculty, and staff from 
the Student Health Services, Campus Recreation, and 
academic Health Sciences departments. The program 
was theoretically framed using Relationship Motivation 
Theory (RMT; Deci & Ryan, 2014). RMT posits that 
quality relationships are experienced when the basic 
psychological needs of autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness are satisfied through those relationships. 
FB was developed for students who were not using the 
campus recreation center due to feeling intimidated 
by perceived social evaluation, lacking a peer to work-
out with, and/or having low perceived competence to 
engage in PA alone. The aim of FB was to shift the focus 
from prescribing and tracking PA frequency, duration, 
and intensity, to supporting psychological well-being 
through PA-based peer relationships.

Peer leaders (PLs) were students who were inter-
viewed and selected from Health Science and Exercise 
Science degree programs. The role of the PLs was devel-
oped using the RMT framework. The absence of a pre-
scribed program from a personal trainer supported the 
participants’ autonomy to choose workouts they were 
comfortable with. The reliability of a supportive work-
out “buddy” allowed participants to develop physical 
and social competence, and a sense of relatedness with 
the PLs. Onboarding for PLs emphasized the scope of the 
PL’s role: to serve as a workout buddy and offer support, 
encouragement, and accountability. Onboarding also 
emphasized that PLs do not act as a personal trainer. 
PLs were taught how to refer participants to services 
for nutrition and mental health concerns, and how to 
support participants with diverse life experiences and 
fitness levels. Facilitators also discussed how to support 
participants across the spectrum of physical and cogni-
tive ability. PL training was essential to train the “soft 
skills” of professionalism, communication, motivation, 
and accountability and to ensure that PLs were not for-
mally training their respective buddies.

FB participants engaged in 1-hour PA sessions with a 
PL, 1 to 2 times per week. Sessions were either one-on-
one or in small groups of up to five peers. Students were 
matched with a PL based on compatible schedules and 
common activity interests. PLs and participants commu-
nicated with each other before their scheduled session 
and mutually agreed to participate together in activi-
ties such as walking, running, hiking, swimming, yoga, 
intramural sports, group fitness classes, weightlifting, 
or rock climbing. PLs worked with participants during 
times of transition (e.g., semester transitions) to ensure 
participants who wanted to continue in FB remained 
matched with a PL. The University of Northern Colorado 
Institutional Review Board approved the study.

>>The Impact of Socially Connected 
PA

We evaluated participant (N = 15) responses from 
155 sessions across 16 weeks. Many of the participants 
(59%) registered for FB because they did not have any-
one to exercise with. At each session, participants and 
PLs completed a check-in/check-out form that solicited 
self-report about how they felt upon arrival to the session 
and how they felt immediately following the session. 
Check-in/check-out response choices included emojis 
with the corresponding feeling words of happy, sad, 
frustrated, meh, stressed, excited, anxious, tired, con-
nected, energized, confident, and relaxed. Descriptively, 
emoji data showed that sessions had a positive impact 
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on participants’ situational affect. Importantly, when 
participants checked in to a session feeling anxious, 
81.5% of the time they checked out not feeling anxious, 
and when participants checked in to a session feeling 
stressed, 58.3% of the time they checked out not feeling 
stressed. Figure 1 graphically displays these changes in 
situational affect at check-in (blue bars) and check-out 
(orange bars), with positive affect grouped on the left 
side and negative affect grouped on the right side.

Participants described developing social and physi-
cal competence through their FB experience, improved 
ability to manage daily stressors, and increased capacity 
to focus while studying. Strikingly, many participants, 
including senior-level students, reported their PL was 
their first experience of a quality peer relationship 
on campus. Prior to participation in FB, these partici-
pants reported they did not feel a sense of belonging 
on campus. Table 1 presents participant comments that 
exemplify this improved well-being via PA-based peer 
relationships. This experiential feedback informed and 
supported our decision to secure grant funding to con-
tinue this valuable line of applied research.

>>The Future of FB

FB is a cost-efficient program to support the stra-
tegic goals of improved student well-being on college 
campuses. Participants reported feeling better after each 

session and developed quality peer relationships they 
were previously lacking. Using emojis with associated 
feeling words for quick report of situational affect was 
an innovative measurement tool for evaluation of this 
program.

The next phase of implementation and evaluation 
will be facilitated by grant funding from the NIRSA 
Foundation with expanded measures to further evalu-
ate the effectiveness and impact of this program. We will 
measure the impact of PA-based peer relationships on 
psychological well-being, motivation, and basic psycho-
logical needs satisfaction. In addition, in the next itera-
tion participants will also be given a Fitbit to wear, to 
measure overall PA behavior. This additional evidence 
will contribute to a better understanding of the dynam-
ics, challenges, and benefits of PA-based peer relation-
ships for improved psychological well-being among 
college students.

Increased understanding of the FB model will sup-
port our collaboration with other campuses regionally 
and nationally, as we seek to disseminate this model to 
benefit college students more broadly. In addition to con-
tinuing to evaluate the FB model and implementing the 
model on other campuses, our team is developing plans 
to pilot the FB model with other community popula-
tions experiencing isolation, loneliness, and challenges 
with psychological well-being. Potential populations 
for future implementation and evaluation of this model 

Figure 1  Percentage of Sessions for Each Emoji Feeling Response at Check-In and Check-Out
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include partnership with veterans organizations, as well 
as with cohorts of community members with chronic 
conditions who would benefit from continued healthy 
behaviors in a supportive environment after completing 
outpatient rehabilitation.

>> Implications for Research and 
Practice

FB is a valuable program model with the potential 
to substantially improve college students’ psychologi-
cal well-being. Programs like FB are needed to address 

the “mental health crisis” among young adults in the 
United States (Xiao et al., 2017), now more than ever. 
This dire state of mental health was substantially 
exacerbated and complicated by the isolation, stress, 
instability, and uncertainty experienced during the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Hawley et al., 2021). College stu-
dents’ need for social connection with peers cannot be 
understated. Even before students had experienced the 
isolation and social anxiety of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
participants attested to attending classes on campus 
for several years, and not making any quality peer con-
nections. This remains the most significant realization 

Table 1
Participant Comments Regarding the Impacts of Fitness Buddies Program Participation

Themes of Participants’ Experiences Representative Comments

Perceived loneliness on campus •	 “I don’t really have a lot of other friends on campus. Before Fitness 
Buddies, I didn’t know a single person.”

•	 “I don’t really talk to many people on campus, honestly. I don’t really 
strike up a conversation with some random person I see at the library. 
It can be awkward to meet someone new.”

Valued, quality peer relationship on 
campus

•	 “Fitness Buddies has given me an opportunity to meet people that I 
never would have. Each fitness buddy brings something a little dif-
ferent to the table. It has been great getting to know people from dif-
ferent areas of study and building that whole network.”

•	 “A fitness buddy is really like a friendship. It’s really a workout. . .
with a friend. I feel like we have a friendship now, so it’s been really 
nice!”

Feeling significantly better •	 “I feel so much better! No matter how I’m feeling before, we’re always 
laughing towards the end.”

•	 “If I get up and move a little bit, I definitely have energy throughout 
the day. I’m in a better mood. I usually have a much better day. My 
overall health is improving.”

Improved competence •	 “Working out together, we’re kind of like, going through this challenge. 
But it’s not like a [academic] test kind of challenge. It’s sort of like try-
ing to overcome this physical challenge. We both worked on some stuff 
that was kind of uncomfortable for us. But realized that we could get 
through it. So, it helped with my self confidence in other areas too.”

•	 “I’m feeling more confident overall, in myself and my abilities.”
Increased focus while studying •	 “I’m better at doing homework after exercising?! I didn’t really think 

that would happen. But I’m focused right after exercise. Was not 
expecting that, but that is definitely a plus!”

•	 “My grades have gone up too. I haven’t had such a hard time studying 
for tests. It’s definitely been helpful for me to manage the load better.”

Better management of daily stressors •	 “I’ll come in and be really stressed out and just exhausted from class 
and from everything else that is going on. It’s an escape from the 
everyday stresses of life in a healthy manner. Then after I’m done 
working out I’m usually feel pretty good about myself.”

•	 “I’m less anxious. I really think that it really relieves your anxiety. 
My mental health is a lot better overall.”
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about the power and necessity of peer-led PA programs 
like FB. It is with amplified urgency that we recom-
mend that researchers and practitioners across higher 
education prioritize programs like FB that leverage 
the simple, yet valuable, health boosting potential of 
peer connection and PA to support the psychological 
well-being of students on campuses across the coun-
try. Students enter college classrooms today with more 
mental health concerns than ever before (Hawley et al., 
2021). Higher education professionals should leverage 
the resources and expertise at their disposal to support 
students in healing, so that future cohorts of students 
might experience less struggle and more opportunities 
to thrive.
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